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    No Nomad can ignore a summons from the Oracle. Their culture demands that they submit to a raiding party to find and mate their one true love. 

    Imprisoned and mistreated by the infamous information broker Fagan, Alexa Maven lives a life that makes the thought of love a painful lie. If she dared to dream, she'd wish for freedom and anonymity; to be alone forever. 

    Mikal Fforde is a captain in the United Space Marine Corps. Love is a distraction he definitely doesn't need right now. He’s a tough fighter, a survivor, and he can’t afford the vulnerability that love brings. 

    But the Oracle has spoken, and two mismatched strangers are about to find their unlikely perfect match – if they survive Fagan! 

      

    *RAID is a short science fiction romance. 
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    Fagan was a vicious, degenerate information broker, and he owned me. 

    His office occupied the entire third floor of the former silver bank in Sekmet’s largest trading city, the one sited at the base of the space dock. It was the filthiest dock in the Anubis Sector, and handled a steady stream of illegal traffic intermixed with the recyclable waste that was the space dock’s nominal reason for existing. The galaxy’s rubbish had to go somewhere. 

    I had a desk in a corner of his office, the desk furthest from either of the office’s three doors and away from the two floor-length, reinforced windows. If I craned my head, I could just glimpse a cloudy sky through the nearest of them. 

    Typically, though, I kept my head down and did my best to avoid drawing attention to myself. 

    Six years ago, when I’d been thirteen, I hadn’t realized how important that was. One of Fagan’s customers, a bosun on a pirate starship, had watched me for five days, stringing out his visits to Fagan, edging closer to where I sat. I’d been stupid. Instead of staying where I was safe from immediate physical harm, I’d chosen to escape to the bathroom to avoid the pirate’s leer. 

    He’d jimmied the lock on the bathroom door and let himself in. He was on me before I realized the danger, and he was a big man and I’d been a child; a skinny, terrified, naive child. But I’d gotten in one scream as he tore at my trousers. 

    Jimmy, the older of Fagan’s bodyguards, had found us like that. Me, scared and suffocating behind the smothering gag of the pirate’s hand while his other hand dealt with the clothing between us. Jimmy wasn’t a moral man, but when the pirate flinched at being discovered, his hand slipped from my mouth, and I started screaming for real. I screamed and I screamed, and hysterics saved me as nothing else would have. 

    You see, I was useless to Fagan while I was stuck in my own head, panicking, and when I’d let the hysterics take me, I’d been sick for days afterward. 

    Jimmy told me they killed the pirate. Not for what he’d attempted to do to me, but as a message to the world: I was Fagan’s, and no one touched what was Fagan’s. 

    Still, I’d learned a hard lesson, and I sank ever deeper into the shadows: staying at my desk with it as a barrier between me and the room; wearing my clothes badly, grateful that whoever bought them for me chose cheap and ugly clothing with ample room for me to grow into; sidling along the walls, never speaking, trying to be forgotten. 

    My father had worked for Fagan first. 

    I barely remembered my mother. She was a confused and doubtful memory of warmth and security symbolized by a daisy chain that recurred in my dreams. She died when I was four. Within a year, my father was working for Fagan. 

    Alcohol had accelerated my father’s downward slide from mathematician at the university to star map maker for the information broker. Resentment and failure soured him further. His mathematical skills pickled in his brain, but there I was, a math genius, and Fagan saw my potential. He kept my father around until I was old enough to understand the star maps, old enough to comprehend the star currents, eddies and rips that starships traversed, and old enough to demonstrate what I could do with that understanding. Then my father had a fatal accident. Officially, he was drunk and stepped in front of a czar tram. Funny how he’d named Fagan my guardian just the day before. 

    I worked for Fagan from the time I was ten till the summons from the Oracle two months after my nineteenth birthday. 

    For Nomads there was no avoiding the Oracle, and Fagan, for all that he flouted other laws and authorities, had a Nomad’s understanding of what my failure to present myself before the designated raiding party would mean: the Oracle would launch an investigation into why I hadn’t answered its summons, and Fagan’s operation would stand revealed. The Oracle was relentless and incorruptible. 

    There were odder human cultures than us Nomads, but we could trace our heritage back to Earth. We were one of the Galactic Union’s founding cultures. The transient, wandering aspect of founding a galactic empire appealed to us. But wherever we were employed, it was understood that a summons from the Oracle took precedence over all else.  

    “A Nomad woman isn’t usually summoned till she’s twenty one.” Fagan flicked the old-fashioned paper note back toward me. It fluttered down onto his desk. He lounged back in his chair.  

    I stood warily, hunched into myself, on the far side of the desk. I made no attempt to regain possession of the summons note. Nothing in my life, not even my life, was truly mine. 

    “You’ll have to go.” Fagan drew on his cigarette. When he exhaled the pine-scented smoke he watched the swirling, lazy pattern of it through narrowed eyes. In his late sixties, his access to regenerative technologies meant he wouldn’t be considered middle-aged for another thirty or forty years. He looked fit and healthy, and he made my stomach tangle itself in knots of fear. 

    He stabbed his cigarette out in the skull of an Aux that served as his ash tray. “Listen well. You’ll attend the raiding party. Once you have your mate, return with him here at once. If your mate is useful to me, he lives.” 

    A cold shiver snaked down my spine, but my expression remained impassive. I’d heard worse threats from Fagan, and I’d seen him carry them out. 

    “If you try to run from me, I will find you. Remember, your brain is useful to me, you do not need your feet and legs to serve your purpose.” 

    The cold shiver down my spine became a full body shudder. 

    “I’m glad you understand,” Fagan said. “Go. Jimmy will escort you to the meeting place.” 

    Every raid was different, but the procedure remained the same. Those Nomads who were to be matched were split into two groups. Mine would likely be mostly women. We would be taken to a safe place and held there. Not imprisoned as Fagan kept me, but fed and clothed and beautified for our matches to break down the doors and kidnap us. 

    In the ancient past, Nomads had truly kidnapped their women. Now it was a ritual that prettied up the fact that an artificial intelligence, the Oracle, knew everything there was to know about each one of us and chose our matches for us. It was meant to guarantee happy and enduring, stable relationships. 

    My mother and father had eloped, pre-empting the Oracle’s summons—and look at how that had turned out for them, and me. 
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    The high-pitched chatter and excited laughter of twelve other women battered against my raw nerves. The Oracle’s guards had escorted the thirteen of us off Sekmet to one of the Anubis Sector’s many pleasure stations. Despite their dubious title, the pleasure stations were basically casinos. Money, not bodies, was the currency of choice. 

    We had slept, eaten well, and then, been ordered to prepare ourselves to meet our matches that night. 

    Gowns in “lucky” scarlet were provided for each of us, as well as lingerie and shoes. Cosmetics, perfume, everything we needed to attract and beguile a mate were available to us. 

    I wore the scarlet gown and underclothes because I had nothing other than the gray t-shirt and loose jeans that I’d arrived in, and which frankly smelled after the eight hour journey to the pleasure station. 

    The scarlet of the dress didn’t suit me. Nervousness as much as years of too little sunlight made my face pale. My skinny arms stuck out from the sleeveless gown to hang loosely by my sides. I walked around my room in the high heeled shoes, trying to learn how not to stumble in them. I swayed precariously, but didn’t have the nerve to either go barefoot or wear my old sneakers. I certainly wouldn’t dare approach a guard and ask for other shoes. 

    Deep breath. Don’t panic. 

    Fussing about my appearance was merely an attempt to distract myself from the nausea churning in my stomach. Whoever the Oracle had matched me with, if he couldn’t please Fagan fast enough, he’d die. I would be the means by which an innocent man was brought down either to death or the dishonor and misery of serving Fagan. 

    I brushed out my hair for the third time since I’d washed it. The black strands crackled with electricity and clung to my fingers as I wove them into their customary braid. The ends were too ragged for me to attempt any other style. 

    A guard knocked at my door. “Time.” 

    I stumbled across to it in the ridiculous shoes, caught the handle, and opened it. Instant obedience had been beaten into me. 

    The guard, not much taller than me, but substantially broader, turned back. He’d been walking away. “You’re ready?” His voice lifted in surprise. 

    I smoothed my hands down the sides of the dress. I had few curves, but unlike the shapeless clothes I’d arrived in, the scarlet gown showed them all. 

    “It’ll be okay.” The guard showed unexpected sympathy for my shaking hands and obvious anxiety. “Once you meet your match, everything will lock into place. You’ll be fine.” 

    “Th-thank you.” He was wrong, but I appreciated his attempt at kindness. 

    He nodded. “The lounge room where you’ll wait for the raiding party is on the floor above. It’s a rooftop room, the clear ceiling showing the stars. With those shoes, I recommend you take the elevator.” He pointed to it. 

    I nodded, wobbled down the corridor, and tapped the button to call it. 

    For twenty minutes I waited in the lounge room while the other women drifted in. They looked beautiful. They were all older than me, confident and glamorous. They’d learned on the shuttle out to the casino not to try and talk to me; that only resulted in my total withdrawal. I’d heard a couple of them whispering that they pitied my match, “although whoever he is, matched to her he’s probably equally as pathetic”.  

    There were platters of fruit and canapes laid out on low tables among the sofas and chairs. I perched on the edge of an armchair and ignored the food. I ignored the drinks, too. I’d had water in my room and a sandwich. If I risked anything else, I’d throw up out of nervousness. 

    Ten more minutes passed. The pitch of the women’s voices grew even shriller. Then the chime of an elevator silenced them. 

    As one, the women turned to face the door.  

    I heard footsteps. There was more than one elevator in the hotel. Our raiding party was arriving en masse. From here on, there was no formal protocol. 

    I slid back in the armchair, picked up a cushion and hugged it to me protectively. 

    A tall, powerful man entered first. He scanned the room with a quick professionalism that reminded me of Jimmy, and Fagan’s other bodyguards, except that this man seemed even more dangerous. 

    Gasps of approval broke from a couple of women. 

    Other men entered behind him. 

    I tried to glimpse them without leaving the safety of my chair. I looked for my match. Hopefully, however pathetic he was, he’d have sufficient self-protective instinct to survive Fagan. On our journey back to Sekmet I’d coach him on how to be invisible, and we’d work out what skills he had; how he might be useful to the information broker. I didn’t want the guy’s death on my conscience. 

    Yet even when I tried to look beyond Macho Man for the guy I’d be condemning to sharing my living hell, my gaze kept returning to him. 

    His own assessing gaze, dark and hooded, settled on a woman nearly as tall as me but built like a goddess, powerful and curved. “Alexa Maven?” 

    I jolted. 

    As one, the women’s heads turned to stare at me. 

    The man in the doorway followed their gaze; and not just with his eyes. He strode toward me. 

    I clutched the cushion harder. 

    His face was uncompromising, structured with brutal beauty from his broad cheekbones to his square jaw. His hair was short, shaved close at the sides and fractionally longer on the top, and it was dark, nearly as dark as my own jet black hair. His mouth was a firm line, disclosing nothing of his mood. 

    He had to be unhappy. He was easily ten years older than me, and had an aura of fierce competence. If he could bend to Fagan’s immorality, then Fagan would be pleased to have such a warrior brought to him. If he couldn’t bend, Fagan would break him. 

    I squeezed and twisted the cushion so hard that a seam tore. 

    A very large male hand reached out and gently pulled the cushion from me. “My name is Mikal Fforde. I am a captain in the United Space Marine Corps.” 

    “Oh, dear God, no,” I said fervently, and the captain—my match—smiled bleakly. 
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    Mikal studied the girl who sat in front of him, her incredibly blue eyes dark with distress and her soft mouth quivering. She was too young to be matched with anyone. Certainly too fragile to survive marriage with him. The Oracle had made a damn mistake. 

    Except that the Oracle was infallible. Or at least, never acknowledged a mismatch. 

    Mikal had been given leave to join the raiding party and acquire his match, plus two weeks to get to know her. He couldn’t return to base on Hathor without her. He was expected to return as a married man. 

    Yet the girl’s “oh, dear God, no,” was a pretty fair assessment of how he saw their relationship diving down into failure. He would have to think of some way out of this trap, because he refused to marry a child, and a scared child at that! 

    Having removed the cushion she’d been squeezing to death, he reached for her hand. 

    She shrank back so hard it seemed that she tried to burrow her shoulder blades into the brocade fabric covering the chair back.  

    Instinct had him crouching, bringing his height nearer to hers. Her behavior was troubling. Her fear went beyond a reluctance to marry him. The last time he’d encountered someone flinching in this manner—  

    The girl jerked as he swore. 

    “Sorry,” he apologized curtly. “You have to know I’m not going to hurt you.” 

    Her unblinking blue eyes showed no such certainty. 

    It was true that matches could hurt each other, but not immediately. Life had to twist and change them first. The Oracle did not match sociopaths to innocents. 

    But had it matched a warrior like him to someone who needed protecting? 

    The last time he’d encountered a kid who flinched like this girl, his marine unit had just boarded and seized a pirate cruiser. The kid had been one of the freed slaves. 

    “We need to talk, and we can’t do that here,” he said quietly. He was accustomed to commanding marines. When he barked an order, they jumped to it. This girl had to be convinced to trust him. He ignored the curious looks they were gaining from the other matches in the raiding party. They ought to have been concentrating on their new partners. He held his hand out, palm up in invitation. 

    The girl’s gaze tracked from his face to his hand. Exceedingly cautious, she studied it. 

    There were scars on his hand from where he’d been sliced up or burned, and the callouses were the result of years of training and combat. Maybe he was wrong and his hand would scare her more than if he’d stuck to his curt speech. 

    Then her fingers grazed his, slid across his palm, and she clasped his hand. Her gaze lifted to his to reveal suspicion, fear, even defeat. The negative emotions were still there in her eyes, but a hint of determination showed, too. She’d just made a silent bargain with him. For now, she’d go with him. 

    He rose smoothly from his crouch to his full height, and the girl unfolded from the chair. She was taller than he’d thought, the top of her head brushing his jaw as she wobbled in ridiculously high red heels. 

    Her grip tightened on his hand as she steadied herself. 

    “Do you have a room here? Where we can talk,” he added when she froze. 

    “I did.”  

    Her voice was so soft that he found himself leaning sideways toward her as they headed for the door, skirting couples who were indulging in everything from small talk to tonsil hockey. 

    “I don’t know if the room was only to get ready in?” The hesitant, upward intonation of her statement turned it into a question. 

    “Let’s find out. Lead me to it.” 

    His order seemed to remind her that she still clasped his hand. He felt the shiver that went through her.  

    She pulled free of his hold. “I took the elevator up one floor.”  

    He strode ahead of her and called the elevator, checking that the cabin was empty when it arrived, before he ushered her in. They stood facing the doors for the few seconds it took the elevator to reach the lower floor. Her breathing was a fraction too fast, but that and the stiffness of her posture were the only outward signs of her fear. 

    Was she scared of the situation or of him in particular? 

    The elevator doors opened. Again, he went first, confirming that the corridor was safe. 

    The girl put her palm to a bio-scanner for a room a few doors down. It clicked open. 

    “It seems we have a place to talk,” he said. 

    She cast him an apprehensive look. “We can’t talk for long. I have to leave soon. Fagan is expecting me.” 

    Who the hell is Fagan? 
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    A Marine captain wouldn’t bow to Fagan’s demands. If I brought him back with me to Sekmet, Mikal Fforde would die and I’d be punished. If I didn’t return with him, I’d still be punished—I rubbed at my legs unthinkingly, the limbs Fagan had threatened to amputate. 

    Mikal’s dark gaze followed my hands. “Who is Fagan?” he asked abruptly. 

    I wet my lips. “My boss.” 

    “And you’re terrified of him?” 

    “Y-yes.” 

    We studied each other in silence, standing just inside the door of the impersonal hotel room. 

    “You have to tell me why.” His voice was quiet. Perhaps he was trying to soften it. But his impatience came through. “I can keep you safe,” he added when I didn’t answer. 

    I shook my head and turned away. He caught my arm, and I froze. 

    “Whoever this Fagan is, he’s abusing you. Do you really think I’ll stand aside and allow someone to abuse my match?” 

    “Please, let me go,” I whispered. 

    He released me. 

    I walked over to the bed. My clothes were dirty. I didn’t want to put them on again, certainly not with Mikal in the room. However, I could barely walk in the high heeled shoes. I kicked them off, sat, and pulled on my sneakers, concentrating on lacing them. 

    “Getting ready to run?” he inquired in a dangerously neutral voice. 

    “The Oracle made a mistake when it matched us.” In the end, my decision was easy. Whatever I did, Fagan would punish me. But I could prevent him destroying Mikal. “I don’t want you in my life.” It was the harshest thing I’d ever said to anyone. 

    Mikal took it without a blink. In fact, he smiled. “You mightn’t want me, but you’ve got me, so stop trying to wriggle out of it, dove.” 

    I glared at him. Here I was trying to save him, and he was being difficult. “Just go back to your starship or whatever you’re guarding, and forget about me.” 

    He crossed over to the bed and sat down beside me, just far enough away that when his weight dented the mattress, I didn’t lean into him. “You’re panicking and not thinking clearly.” 

    I tried to stand up. 

    He caught my wrist and kept me seated. His fingers were warm, strong, and calloused. Gentle. “If you don’t tell me about Fagan, then I will do my own research on him. I will find out who he is, how you live, and what I need to do to make you safe. Then I’ll do it.” 

    My muscles went spaghetti-limp at his threat. As a result, I kind of slid into Mikal. 

    He let go of my wrist and put his arm around me. 

    I shivered. The weight of his arm, the muscled power of it and the solidity of the chest I leaned against, should have terrified me. Instead, that terror mixed with an odd excitement, almost a wistfulness. If not for Fagan, Mikal would have been my match. This harsh, strong man and I… “Please, don’t,” I whispered. I couldn’t afford to dream dreams of protection and safety. 

    I pulled away from him and scooted back on the bed, sneaker-clad feet dangling over the edge. Every day, I calculated the incredible number of variables that revealed the swirling patterns of star maps. Yet, trying to devise a strategy to escape Mikal and leave him here, somehow safe from Fagan, was splitting my brain.  

    Could I fake my own death and run? How? 

    What if I knocked him unconscious? Might I kill him by mistake? 

    Was there anything, anything at all, with which I might bargain with him? 

    Or maybe I shouldn’t bargain? Could I give Mikal a disgust of me sufficient that he’d leave? 

    He turned to face me, hooking one knee up on the bed. “Tell me.” It was an order, the gentleness he’d tried to show me banished—and I realized that we truly matched, if possibly not as the Oracle had intended. Mikal wasn’t used to showing tenderness, and I definitely wasn’t used to receiving it, so I rejected it and he let it go. 

    If our match had been going to last—if Fagan hadn’t been about to torture and/or kill us in the next couple of days—I’d have spared some energy to worry at the ground rules we were setting for our relationship: rules of distance and distrust. 

    Instead, I sighed and surrendered. Mikal was a captain in the United Space Marine Corps. He wasn’t going to back down from a fight, and he wasn’t going to let me go until he had the answers he wanted. And if I lied, I had a feeling he’d know. I sucked at lying. Fear of Fagan and his punishments had beaten deceit out of me. 

    “Fagan is an information broker on Sekmet. My father used to work for him as a star map maker. Fagan had my father teach me. I showed an aptitude for it that exceeded my father’s talent, so Fagan had him killed.” 

    Mikal’s dark, hooded gaze stayed steady on my face. He watched my eyes or my mouth. But he gripped my ankle, above the dirty sneaker on my foot, and it was a gesture of sympathy or comfort. 

    “I’ve worked for Fagan for nine years. Since I was ten.” I saved Mikal from having to do the math. 

    He frowned.  

    If smiling had been natural to me, I’d have smiled, then. Small and rueful and sad. “Surprise,” I said ironically. “Your match is a math genius.” 

    “What are the two hazards between Hathor and Bastet?” he asked, ignoring my comment and testing me. 

    Hathor was a major trading planet, but also a military hub and headquarters for the Vulcan religious group with its constant stream of pilgrims. As such, although it was a month’s hard flight from Sekmet, it was critical enough to galaxy flight paths for Fagan to have me monitoring and regularly updating the star map for the region. 

    “On the standard commercial route there are two hazards. Gill’s Gravity Well and the burst pattern pulse Bastet-side of Jaagal. If you take the courier route, Gill’s Gravity Well is further distant, minimizing its risk, but you add Jaagal’s Reef to the hazard list.” I took a deep breath. My unwanted stubborn match was a Marine. “Since you’re military, you’ll likely have flown the combat path at some point. It dives through Jaagal’s Reef, which takes significant piloting skills and burner shields, but saves three days on the courier route’s seventeen day flight from Hathor to the mining hub of Bastet.” 

    I pulled my ankle slowly from Mikal’s grip and, ignoring the dirty state of my sneakers and the spotlessly clean bedcover, curled my legs under me. “I’ve literally lived by my ability to create star maps, to calculate the changing tides of space, the ripples and shifts of interstellar rivers and the possibilities at the edge of dark matter anomalies. You won’t trip me up with test questions.” 

    He stared at me. “Star map makers are prized. The military vies with corporations to acquire the best of them and to take their pick of the elite university graduates in Astro-Navigation. How would an information broker on an outpost planet like Sekmet hide his control of a resource such as you claim to be?” 

    “By bribery, cunning and outright threats,” I said instantly. “Threats he delivers on. He’s a Nomad, like us. Rather than draw the Oracle’s attention by refusing to let me attend the raiding party, he sent me here with a ticket back to Sekmet, no change of clothes, no money, no way to escape him, and the instruction to return with you.” I corrected myself. “With whoever my match turned out to be. If you’re useful to him, he’ll keep you. If you’re not…he’ll kill you.” 

    I braced myself for Mikal’s response, certain that he’d mock the idea of an information broker taking down a captain in the Marines. 

    “What do you think I should do?” he asked me. 

    “Run,” I said instantly. “Fagan really only wants me back. You…you’re just a potential divided loyalty for me.” 

    Mikal stood. He walked around the bed, closing the distance I’d put between us when I’d scrambled back. “Fagan instructed you to return with me to Sekmet. What does he do to people who fail to obey him?” 

    I shivered, and the flimsy scarlet gown shivered with me, the red of it too reminiscent of the blood that would flow when I returned to Fagan alone. “If I could run with you, I would,” I told Mikal honestly. “But Fagan will have people watching the hotel and casino. The thing is, they’ll be focused on me. If you change into ordinary clothes, wear a cap to shade your face, and leave now, you’ll—” 

    Mikal moved so fast that my mouth snapped shut in shock. But he didn’t move toward me, not immediately. He picked up my discarded high heels. “Sneakers off. I’m not sure how much of your story to believe, but it’s enough to convince me we need to move.” 

    “I can’t run in those.” I eyed the shoes dangling from his left hand with dislike. 

    “This isn’t about running. It’s the opposite of that.” He pulled off my dirty sneakers, tossing them aside.  

    I grabbed for the high heels before he could fit them to my feet. There’d be too much of the Cinderella fantasy in the room if he tried that. I stood in the heels, wobbled and frowned at him. “You really should leave,” I said quietly. 

    “Don’t talk. Follow me.” His Marine captain persona was in charge. 

    Insensibly, I drew comfort from his confidence, although experience had taught me that no one survived going up against Fagan. 

    Mikal opened the door and ushered me through with a hand at the small of my back. He urged me in the direction of the elevator. 

    I entered it after he’d checked it was empty. I stood beside him taking careful, counted breaths to prevent myself hyperventilating. My gaze flicked from him to the button he’d pushed. It wasn’t for any of the three levels with exits. Instead, the elevator was rising, headed for the level marked Security. 

    I bit my lip to hold in my protest. Fagan would have people who owed him, or people he’d bought, inside the casino’s security. Raising the issue of the threat against me here would never work. Mikal might be a tough Marine, but he was naïve in the ways of the underworld in which Fagan reigned. But he’d already demonstrated that while he’d listen to me, he wouldn’t respect my assessment of our desperate situation. 

    The elevator doors opened to a stark corridor with cameras and shadowless lighting. The doors along the length of it were closed. 

    We approached a desk with a stocky man seated behind it. Another man stood to the side of it, a pistol held casually in his right hand, although there was nothing casual in the way the guard watched Mikal. 

    My match ignored the armed guard and addressed the seated man. “I am Captain Mikal Fforde. Former Master Sergeant Gibson trained me. Please inform him that I’m here and requesting assistance in a confidential mission.” 

    The stocky man had closely cropped blond hair and protuberant blue eyes that flicked from Mikal to me. His thin blond eyebrows rose a moment in disbelief. “Miss Alexa Maven is a guest of the Oracle. As I believe you are, captain. Do you claim your Nomad activities to be a government sanctioned mission these days?” They’d had time as the elevator brought us here for facial recognition to match us against our checking-in identities. 

    Mikal ignored the insult. “Tell Gibson I’m here. And prepare for a hostile incursion.” 

    The guard’s gaze had never left Mikal. “By whom?” An educated guard. Maybe more than a guard. 

    Mikal switched his attention to him. “If you don’t know, then I’m only telling Gibson.” 

    The guard looked at the seated man. Just his gaze was command enough. 

    The man pressed a button. “Mr. Gibson, a Captain Mikal Fforde requests your time. He claims a hostile incur—” 

    “Send him in.” A voice growled. 

    The guard was already in motion, but away from us, speaking into a discreet headset. “Code G, repeat Code G.” 

    Mikal’s hand returned to my lower back, guiding me into an office remarkable for its absence of personality. 

    Its sole inhabitant more than made up for that absence of decoration. 

    Former Master Sergeant Gibson, and now, presumably, the head of casino security, was a man as tall and broad as Mikal, but thirty years older. He was still formidable. His blue eyes in a dark-skinned face had the sharp glitter of sapphires. Decorating the room would have been pointless. Any space Gibson occupied automatically became background to him. 

    Without thinking about it, I retreated into Mikal, as if I could hide behind him. 

    His arm barred my instinct to shrink away. “Master Sergeant Gibson, please meet my new match partner, Alexa Maven.” 

    “Miss Maven.” 

    Since Mikal wouldn’t let me hide and Gibson’s shrewd appraisal scared me, I retreated inside myself; my gaze darting away from both men to study the floor, even as my shoulders hunched and I cursed the lack of covering in my scarlet gown. 

    “My now, that’s not good,” Gibson rumbled. 

    “She’s been abused,” Mikal stated the obvious in an emotionless voice; as if I wasn’t present or had suddenly gone deaf. “Alexa claims she is in the employ of an information broker from Sekmet by the name of Fagan.” He broke off. “You’ve heard of him?” 

    There were footsteps approaching, a big man’s quiet tread on the hard-wear carpet. 

    “Fagan is a blight on the Anubis Sector. He tried to get people into my casino. Probably has, but not as staff. I saw to that.”  

    “He wants Alexa,” Mikal said, slower now. Gibson’s response had bolstered the credibility of my story. 

    I didn’t look up, but I hoped Gibson might convince Mikal to agree to run. “Fagan wants me back. I’m his star map maker.” 

    “You?” The force of the former Marine’s exclamation was almost physical, battering against me. “The Agency has been trying to identify the source of Fagan’s star maps. His pet pirates…never mind. Alexa?” 

    I stood in place. Mikal had lowered his arm, but I was under no illusion that he wouldn’t restrain me in an instant. 

    “Alexa, honey?” Gibson coaxed. 

    I seldom heard such a careful tone from a man. It was avuncular, almost paternal. I looked at him. 

    He’d stopped an arm’s length in front of me. A palm-sized gadget nestled in his hand. I was between two big men, but neither offered me an immediate threat. “I need to scan you for bugs, Alexa. Can you stand still for that?” 

    I nodded. 

    The small gadget beeped and homed in on my upper left arm. Gibson scanned the rest of me and returned to that spot. “A tracker, embedded under her skin.” He spoke to Mikal, although it was my body—me—that had been violated.  

    When had Fagan had me chipped like a pet, like the possession I was to him? 

    “We’ll have to remove it,” Gibson continued speaking to Mikal. “I’ll call a medic in a minute.” He put the scanner on his desk and refocused on me. “Alexa, what can you tell me about Fagan’s activities?” 

    I folded my arms, shivering. 

    Gibson tsked. 

    Mikal dropped his jacket over my shoulders, making me jump in fright. He caught the jacket as it slipped, and readjusted it. He tilted up my chin. “Trust us. Or do you want to continue life as Fagan’s slave?” 

    The lack of sympathy in his voice was chilling. His jacket, still warm with his body heat, couldn’t melt the frozen core of me. I was afraid and alone, and the Nomadic stories of the Oracle’s wisdom and the bond between fated mates, mocked me. My match wouldn’t listen to me, but he’d use me. 

    “I’m not stupid.” I stared down at the carpet with its fleck of brown in the grey weave. “You want me to turn informer. Do you know what Fagan does to informers?” 

    Mikal offered me no sympathy, only harsh pragmatism. “What will he do if you return without me?” 

    “Cut off my legs,” I responded without thinking. 

    There was a stark silence in Gibson’s office, then Mikal grabbed my shoulders and shook me, once. “You told me to leave you and run.” 

    “I’d survive without legs.” I glared at him. “You go up against Fagan, you’ll be dead.” 

    His jacket fell unnoticed to our feet. 

    “Mikal, let the girl go,” Gibson said. 

    My match snatched his hands from me as if he’d been burned. “Sorry. But by Satan’s balls, Alexa, what were you thinking?” 

    I shook my head dumbly. If he didn’t understand, I wouldn’t be explaining it to him. 

    “She thought to save you.” Gibson walked around his desk and sat in the large leather chair. “Seems like you should return the favor, Mikal. The Agency is keen to take down Fagan. You want in on the operation, you need to get details on Fagan’s headquarters and activities from your match.” Gibson tapped a button. “Send in a medic.” Then he picked up a personal comms unit, spun his chair so that the back faced us, and called someone. “I can deliver you Fagan…” 
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    Mikal watched the middle-aged female medic with her badly dyed red hair settle Alexa in a chair and crouch beside it, opening her kit to extract a syringe.  

    The medic hesitated and looked at Alexa. “Needle or patch? You’ll need local anesthetic for when I cut out the chip. The needle works faster, but if you’d prefer the patch…” The woman glanced at Gibson who was setting up a holographic call. 

    “Gibson’s call can wait,” Mikal said. 

    Alexa didn’t look at any of us, only studied her bare upper arm with its faint scars from vaccinations. The tracking chip had been inserted where its insertion mark would be camouflaged. “Needle. I want this out.” 

    The medic nodded. 

    Mikal grabbed a chair, dragged it near Alexa’s, and clasped her hand. 

    Her head snapped around to stare at their joined hands, as if his touch was more shocking than the needle that jabbed her. 

    Why? He’d touched her before. Was the difference that this time the touch was unnecessary, offering only kindness? 

    Mikal sat straight, observing everything, including the way Alexa wouldn’t meet his eyes. 

    But she hesitantly curled her fingers around his. 

    He was used to combat and grueling training that dug out weakness. Softness and vulnerability were civilian vulnerabilities that he’d shed years ago. The girl was too young for him, and too troubled. She needed freedom and tenderness.   

    “Best to watch your man, honey, rather than see me cut out the chip. Blood doesn’t help anyone.” The medic was kind as well as efficient. 

    Alexa’s gaze flickered to his face. Her blue eyes were wide and wary, afraid.  

    He answered that fear instinctively, promising her, “It won’t hurt.”  

    “I expect you’ve had deeper cuts shaving,” the medic teased him. 

    Alexa glanced at his mouth, or maybe his chin. 

    He rubbed his jawline reflexively. He’d shaved for the raiding party. When he didn’t, he looked like a pirate. 

    Alexa’s hold on his hand relaxed as the medic dropped the tracker onto a gauze pad and passed it to Gibson. 

    “An easy job and a small cut.” The medic dove into her kit again. “I’ll use a suture plaster rather than stitches. It will keep the wound sterile and release a graduated dose of anesthetic. You won’t even remember the wound.” 

    Alexa’s gaze was locked to the bloody tracker. “I’ll remember.” 

    The medic nodded once, sympathetically, then snapped her kit shut and departed. 

    Gibson activated the holographic call and a three-dimensional image of a man dressed in business casual—blue shirt, no tie, black trousers—shimmered into existence in front of the casino security chief’s desk. 

    The man had a narrow nose in a long face. His brown hair was cut short, but not military short. His attention was for Alexa. “Alexa, my name is Isaac Verne. I work for the Allied Intelligence Network, AIN. We’ve been interested in Fagan’s activities for years. If you can give us information sufficient to justify a raid on his headquarters, we can bring him in. Charge him. Lock him away. You’ll be safe.” 

    “No, I won’t.” Her voice was soft, but clear. “I won’t ever be safe if you intend for me to testify against him.” 

    The holographic man leaned forward. “But you’re not safe, now, are you?”  

    Mikal hated the threat in the AIN agent’s voice. He really hated the way Alexa shrank back from it. “She’s safe with me.” 

    “Hardly, Captain Fforde.” Verne barely spared him a glance. His focus was Alexa, and he looked hungry. “You might be able to kill space pirates with brutal efficiency, but planetary affairs are different. Fagan’s forces will roll over you. Alexa, your new match can’t keep you safe.” 

    “I don’t expect him to.” 

    No, she’d tried to sacrifice herself to save him. The reminder cut at Mikal. She might look frail, but her will could match a Marine’s. He scowled at Verne’s image. “What information do you want from Alexa?” And how come you’re not questioning her claim to be this Fagan character’s star map maker? AIN agents never accepted anyone’s word… 

    “You bastard,” Mikal swore. “How long have you been observing Alexa?” 

    “Directly? Not at all. It’s been impossible to insert an agent into Fagan’s headquarters. But indirectly, we’re aware of her work.” 

    “My work,” Alexa repeated, and her tone was empty. 

    Gibson had been quietly observing the other three’s interaction, but now he got up. “Alexa, honey.” 

    She scooted back her chair, standing and sliding behind Mikal. 

    Mikal hadn’t even realized he’d stood and moved to block his former trainer from her. 

    “No harm.” Gibson held his hands up in a gesture of peace. 

    “You’ve known Fagan owned me for how long?” Alexa didn’t wait for an answer. She clutched the side of Mikal’s shirt, fingernails digging into his skin. “And you left me with him.” It was an indictment. 

    Gibson met Mikal’s equally accusing gaze. “I didn’t know that when I contacted Isaac. I only knew of his interest in Fagan.” 

    Mikal swore. He reached around and pulled Alexa to stand beside him, in the circle of his arm. “Dove, as big a bastard as Verne is, we need to hear what he can offer you.” 

    “He can offer his servitude to Fagan for nine years,” she said scathingly. 

    Verne intervened. “Or I could offer to lock Fagan away in isolation for the rest of his life, the viper defanged. Then, for you, personally, Alexa, the military will compete with AIN and various corporations for your star map making abilities. Whoever you choose as your employer will be able to protect you.” 

    She glanced at Mikal. It wasn’t a direct look, but it held a question. 

    He nodded. “The military protects its assets, and if an AIN agent thinks you’re good, the military will want you. Besides which, as my partner, you can live on base.” That suggestion won him a full-on stare. “Marine Command provides housing for families.” 

    She swayed a fraction against him. “We’d be a family?” 

    “Maybe.” Hell. Just a short time ago he’d thought her too young and vulnerable to be his match. But as her expression started to shut down, he put a finger under her chin, demanding her attention. “I’m just saying that your skills as a star map maker give you options. You don’t have to settle for me.” 

    Her breath caught. “It wouldn’t be settling.” 

    The jolt that gave him, sexual but also emotional, made his arm tighten around her. 

    Verne broke the moment. “As touching as this is, and as ridiculously seriously as Nomads take their raiding parties, we’re on a deadline. Fagan won’t wait forever to reclaim what he sees as his.” 

    “What do you want from me?” Alexa asked the AIN agent. 

    Verne had a list of questions. 

    A few, Alexa couldn’t answer. “I sit at the back of his office. I try not to hear. If Fagan thought I was trying to listen in…” 

    But she knew a lot about the information broker’s operations. So much so that Verne’s holographic image was obviously reluctant to end his questioning. 

    So Mikal did it for him. “Enough. You have sufficient there to get a warrant. I’ll meet you on Sekmet. I want to be part of the raid on Fagan’s headquarters.” He needed to see for himself the arrest of the monster who’d abused Alexa. He wanted, too, to see firsthand where she’d been imprisoned. Listening to the evil she’d detailed with painful steadiness in response to Verne’s questions, indicated the hell that she’d lived through. He was tense with combat adrenaline, needing to avenge her. 

    But she pulled away from him. “Mikal, no.” 

    Verne had begun his own denial of Mikal’s request, but ceased at her protest. 

    “Don’t.” Alexa returned to her habit of evading his gaze. “Please.” 

    “Dove, I need to be there to be sure Fagan is stopped.” 

    Gibson sighed. They’d all forgotten the silent security chief in his own office. “Mikal, if you go to Sekmet, who will protect your match, here?” 

    You. Your team. But Mikal paused. Alexa’s fear was obvious, even as she tried to hide it. What sort of man would leave her to endure it alone? She had no experience in trusting people. If she was to rebuild her confidence in humanity, perhaps it had to start with her Oracle-identified match? 

    “Fagan will be too busy covering his own ass to come after Alexa,” Verne said. “That said, he may have existing arrangements in place for this sort of situation. A hit can be activated automatically. Alexa needs to be escorted to safety. We can set her up in—” 

    Mikal swore. 

    Alexa flinched. 

    He couldn’t leave her. Leaving her made her as much a prisoner of Verne’s agency as she’d been with Fagan. “My family have a ranch on Cornucopia. We’ll go there. In the circumstances, my commanding officer will give me emergency personal leave. Verne, we’ll need an AIN courier to deliver us to a cruise liner travelling back to the Arcady Worlds.” 

    There was no safer place than the Arcady Worlds, the central and secure, original section of space from where humanity had spread out to colonize the galaxy. For himself, he’d found the tight security, the heavy surveillance, and the culture of respectability stifling. But the fact that he hadn’t fitted in, didn’t mean he didn’t value his family who lived there, or that he scorned its efficient police and military forces. 

    “You can’t bring Fagan’s sort of trouble to your family!” The sharp protest in Alexa’s voice was an encouraging contrast to her usual attempt to downplay her presence. 

    He liked that she was protective of his family. “Mom and Dad might be ranchers now, having inherited the land from Mom’s aunt, but they were police first, and my brothers and sister still are. Plus I have cousins in the army and air force, and…” He took in her overwhelmed expression. “Cornucopia is a secure world. Fagan might have his hooks in unexpected places out here, but not in the Arcady Worlds, and Cornucopia is my family’s backyard. You’ll be safe and they’ll make you welcome. Mom will be over the moon that I’m finally matched.” 

    “It’s settled then,” Verne answered for Alexa. “I’m authorizing an AIN courier to deliver you to the cruise liner Serenity. You’ll need to be at the spaceport in two hours.” 

    Mikal and Gibson nodded. 

    Verne’s holographic image shimmered out of existence. 

    Alexa dropped into her chair and gripped the front of its seat in a nervous gesture suited to a child, but which served to emphasize her cleavage. 

    “You’ll need clothes.” Mikal draped his jacket over her shoulders, tugging its lapels together as she straightened. 

    “I don’t have any money.” 

    Gibson intervened. “There are clothes waiting for you at my assistant’s desk. I took the liberty of arranging for a minimal wardrobe. The security video of your check-in made it clear you had no luggage. I’ll charge AIN for your clothes. Given that you’ve just handed Verne Fagan, he won’t protest.” 

    “Thank you.” 

    Gibson hadn’t finished. “If you don’t mind a word of advice, Alexa?” 

    She nodded for him to continue. 

    “You’ll have a thirteen day journey to the Arcady Worlds, then however long it takes to reach Cornucopia from where the Serenity docks. Use that time to create star maps. AIN isn’t the only institution that’ll pay good money for them, and to employ you. Value yourself, honey.” 

    Her chin went up as she swallowed hard. “Thank you, Mr. Gibson.” 

    He acknowledged her gratitude briefly, his attention shifting to Mikal. “The casino occasionally has reason to provide discreet protection to and from the space dock. Fagan will know about it. We’ll smuggle you and Alexa out in my assistant’s car. What weapons would you like?” 
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    My cabin on the cruise liner was so luxurious it included a terrarium of fresh moss flowers on a bedside table. There was even a porthole to space. I took in the wide bed, the comfortable furnishings and my new luggage leaning up against the wall by the door to the passage. That door closed quietly, and I shifted my gaze to the second door. The one that led to the adjoining cabin. It opened. 

    “Leave this open,” Mikal said. “I need to be able to hear if anything happens to you.” 

    The adjoining cabins were a compromise solution. Sure, the Oracle had decided we were match partners, but in truth, we were strangers. Mikal had taken in my panicky expression and breathing and requested the arrangement that gave me some privacy. 

    If he’d insisted on sharing my bed I think I’d have frozen in horror and gone somewhere deep inside. Catatonia, they called it. The day had been overwhelming: meeting my match partner, encountering an AIN agent, betraying Fagan’s business secrets, putting myself on his ‘kill list’, and running away to this cruise liner.  

    Mikal seemed to think we were safe on the Serenity. 

    Everyone underestimated Fagan’s reach. 

    But if Mikal was right and we somehow attained safety in the Arcady Worlds, then I had to meet his parents. 

    Maybe hyperventilating was actually a sane response to my situation? 

    “I’ll leave it open,” I promised Mikal. The cabin had a private bathroom. I would change clothes in there. I’d be glad to shed the scarlet gown and high heels. I hoped whoever Gibson had ordered to purchase clothes for me had bought more sensible attire. 

    I picked up the bag that Mikal had left by the door and carried it to the bed to open and investigate its contents. 

    “If you’ll be busy in here for an hour, there’s some stuff I need to do?” He checked with me. 

    “I’d like to shower and change.” Fear made a person sweaty. “Oh, good. Jeans.” Also plain white cotton underwear, t-shirts, shirts, leggings and a little black dress. “And new sneakers!” 

    Mikal smiled. 

    It was a small smile, but since I was looking at him as I waved the cool sneakers triumphantly in his direction, I saw the faint and fleeting lightening of his expression. He was a grim kind of man. A warrior. I sobered, remembering that a warrior was who I needed: he might be the only type of person who could save himself, and perhaps me, from Fagan. 

    My old boss would be murderous about now. Judging by Verne’s intense behavior, AIN’s execution of a warrant against Fagan would go forward as fast as humanly possible, which meant they’d either have attacked Fagan’s headquarters by now, or be launching the mission as I unpacked on the cruise liner.  

    “I’ll leave you to get comfortable,” Mikal said. “Don’t order room service or answer any knocks at the door till I return. If anything makes you nervous, call me on the personal comms unit Gibson gave you.” 

    “Okay.” 

    Mikal hesitated a moment. Then he slapped the doorframe and departed back through his cabin. The sound of his footsteps faded down the corridor. 

    I took the comms unit with me into the bathroom, and used the sash of the white plush robe that hung in there to tie the bathroom door handle to the towel rail. No one would get in without giving me some warning. 

    I stripped and indulged in a hot shower, using the complementary bath wash, and afterward, the lilac-scented lotion. 

    The new clothes fit well; disconcertingly well. Someone had studied my figure closely. After years of hiding in my baggy clothes, seeing this new me in the mirror, wearing steel-blue leggings and a fashionably tight t-shirt, was a shock. 

    I looked good. Sexy, but not straining for it, in the way the scarlet gown supplied for the raiding party had been. I could live with this new version of me. 

    And yes, I wondered what Mikal’s response would be. 

    Disappointingly, he didn’t respond at all. He walked in fifty minutes after he’d left and dropped a laptop on the bed, still in its packaging. “For your star map making.” And at my bewildered look. “The cruise liner has its own shopping mall.” 

    “Oh.” He’d bought me the laptop. “Thank you. I’ll pay you back.” 

    “Consider it a raiding gift.” He rubbed his hands over his face, finally showing normal human signs of fatigue. “It’s not a typical raiding gift. You can pick something better on Cornucopia.” 

    I hugged the laptop. “This is perfect.” I couldn’t remember the last time I’d received a gift. It had to have been before my mother died, but even then, money had been tight. Clothes and school supplies weren’t really gifts. 

    Even when the laptop was old and outdated, I vowed that I’d still treasure it. 

    Mikal swung around the chair that had been tucked beneath a narrow desk and sat on it. “We’d better order something to eat, then sleep.” 

    “Will Verne tell us when Fagan is in custody?” I asked. I wouldn’t sleep until then. 

    “Yes.” 

    There was a silence which he didn’t break to push me to choose something to eat. 

    I sighed. “I’d like a bowl of soup, tomato, but anything will do. And a grilled cheese sandwich.”  

    “And to drink?” He sounded like a waiter on a television show. 

    I shook my head, before changing my mind. I didn’t want a coffee, but… “A bottle of water, please.” 

    He placed our order, adding a burger, fries and a soda for himself. He glanced at me and added one more item. “A box of chocolates.” Then he threw me the remote for the television. “Find something mindless we can watch.” 

    I switched on the television and it showed a documentary on fashion through the ages. 

    Mikal snorted. “That’ll do.” 

    He wasn’t really watching the television. The volume was on low and he was listening. The television was to fill the silence between us. At least it wasn’t a fraught silence. I was tense, but not because of Mikal. I was waiting for news of Fagan’s arrest—or escape. 

    Mikal’s comms unit buzzed. 

    “We got him!” Verne said. Despite the curt words, his tone was victorious. 

    I switched off the television. 

    Relief melted my muscles. I hadn’t ever expected to be free of Fagan. Our dinner arrived and I ate in a daze. 

    “You’re wiped.” Mikal took my plate of toasted sandwich crumbs from me. “Go to sleep.” 

    I couldn’t tell if he was as angry as his hard tone suggested or if he, too, was simply tired and curt. If he was impatient with the problems I’d brought into his life, he should take it up with the Oracle. 

    I mumbled good night and was asleep a microsecond after my head hit the pillow. 

    I should have expected the nightmares that ambushed me. 

    It seemed as if the echoes of a scream still reverberated around my cabin as I sat bolt upright. 

    Light flooded the room as Mikal ran in, crouching low, a knife in his left hand, a blaster in his right. 

    “Nightmares,” I said in explanation. “Sorry.” 

    He checked the room, the door and the bathroom. Then he put aside his weapons. “Would it make things better or scare you worse if I climbed into bed and held you?” His was a gruff voice, but a teddy bear question, and he only wore his boxers. 

    I sucked in a breath and nearly choked on tears I hadn’t known I’d cried. I snatched a tissue, and blew my nose. Maybe I’d regret my decision, but maybe…maybe I didn’t have to be alone. “Hold me.” 

    He switched off the light and stalked closer in the darkness. 

    The bed jostled and dipped as he slid in. Then his arms were around me. He was so warm. His heartbeat was unhurried, even after he’d launched into action in response to my scream. 

    “Did I scream?” I whispered, embarrassed that other passengers might have heard me. I’d never shared a bed with someone before. To whisper seemed appropriate. Intimate. 

    “More like a squawk.” 

    I contemplated that response. “Like a chicken?” 

    At my back, his chest vibrated. He was laughing in a deep rumble. “Yeah, little chickie.” 

    The laughter and the feeling of being surrounded by him felt good. The hangover from the nightmare dissipated, pushed out by the novelty of being hugged. Of being protected and cared for. “Thank you for running in to save me.” 

    His arms shifted against me as he shrugged. “It’s what I do.” 

    Maybe the Oracle hadn’t been completely wrong to match us, but a relationship had to be more than one person being a protector and the other in need of protection. 

    The next day, I started work determinedly on the star maps that Gibson had said were my ticket to independence and proving my worth.  

    “You don’t have to stay in your cabin,” Mikal said late morning as I worked at the narrow desk.  

    “Huh?” 

    He smiled. Not with his mouth, but his dark eyes glimmered with amusement. “I get that you’re working, but if you’re staying in here to be safe, as long as I’m with you, you can shop or eat in one of the restaurants.” 

    We’d ordered room service for breakfast. Then Mikal had pushed the bed in his cabin to one side and embarked on an epic exercise regime—I only gawked and drooled a teensy bit when he took his shirt off and I glimpsed him through the doorway between our cabins. The man was seriously muscled. 

    “I’m fine,” I said to him. “In fact, I’ll be working on these star maps all day. Can I have a sandwich or something for lunch, please? We could order it now and after it’s delivered, you’ll be free to move around the cruise liner. I’ll be safe locked in here.” 

    He frowned as he moved closer. 

    He’d showered after exercising and he smelled of soap and clean male. Working for Fagan, when any of his men had moved close to me, I’d shrunk away. But with Mikal, I wanted him in my personal space. Could my body have become addicted to him after one night of being held, and held so innocently? 

    “Are you feeling trapped?” he asked me. 

    I blinked at him, banishing the faint blush that had threatened in response to my own thoughts. “Trapped? In here, with you?” Okay, so I really hadn’t needed to add that “with you”. It just escaped me. “I feel safe.” The fervent truth of that resounded in my voice. 

    He gripped my shoulder and his thumb caressed the curve of my throat. “Okay. But sometimes what people offer others, is what they want for themselves.” 

    I stared at him, uncomprehending, focused on the sensation of his slow, absent caress, and barely breathing in case I revealed how it was affecting me and he stopped. The sweet stirring of arousal was new to me and so incredibly precious. 

    “You offered me a chance to escape the cabin,” he prompted. 

    “Oh. No, I’m really okay in here. I’m used to working on star maps and actually it’s kind of calming. But you’re used to being active and I thought you might want to check out the cruise liner, or something,” I finished lamely. 

    His warm grip tightened on my shoulder for a second before he stepped back. “I would like to scout the starship and there are some former Marines among the security force who it wouldn’t hurt to touch base with. I’ve spoken with their chief. If he, Logan Reece, ever gives you an order, follow it. He’s a good guy. If you need help and I’m not around, go to him.” 

    I nodded. I’d trust Mikal’s advice. 

    “Order what you want for lunch. It doesn’t have to be sandwiches. And if you’re thinking of expense, AIN is paying.” 

    The reminder of Verne’s agency and his capture of Fagan made me flinch. I think I hid it from Mikal. But I worried. My absence from Fagan’s headquarters and his arrest was too obvious a link for him to dismiss it as coincidence. He’d want revenge, and he had a reputation to maintain. In his mind and in the underworld, I was his property. Property had to be retained and punished for its transgressions. 

    “I’ll order a salad,” I said to Mikal, forcing down my fears. “I’ve been eating your chocolates all morning, so I’m not that hungry.” 

    He nodded, accepting my words at face value. He left a few minutes after my lunch arrived. 

    Alone, I ignored the early delivery of lunch, and refocused on my star maps. In their beguiling mystery and mathematical beauty I found a much-used distraction from my fears. 

    Mikal returned three hours later, looking more forbidding than I’d ever seen him and harsh with urgency. “Verne contacted me. Fagan has escaped.” 
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    Fury beat in Mikal’s veins as Alexa swayed back as if his news of Fagan’s escape had been a physical blow. He’d already snarled at Verne via personal comms on the walk back from the cruise liner security chief’s office, asking how Fagan had escaped AIN custody. 

    Verne’s anger had been a match for Mikal’s, but clouded with shame. “It was an inside job. Fagan had two of our agents under his control. It turns out that’s how he evaded us for so long. Any case we started to get together against him, those two fed him the information to block us. Those two agents are burned now. We’re after them, and they’ll know it. But Fagan is gone. He’ll have more important things to do then go after Alexa. We’ll be on his ass.” 

    Like that would help. Fagan had proven he was two steps ahead of AIN. 

    “You’re okay,” Mikal said now to Alexa. “We’re in deep space, headed for the Arcady Worlds. No one has boarded the Serenity since us. Fagan had no chance to sneak anyone onto the cruise liner. And once we’re in the Arcady Worlds, you’re outside his influence. Whatever power he wields in the Anubis Sector, in the Arcady Worlds he’s no more than a cockroach to be squashed, and he knows it.” 

    Mikal didn’t repeat Verne’s reassurance, hollow and unconvincing as it was, that Fagan would be too busy evading AIN to plot revenge. He emphasized for Alexa her current safety. “I’m here, I’m armed, and Logan Reece and his team are looking out for you.” 

    She shook her head. “I need to speak to the captain. I have to convince him to change our route. The commercial path the Serenity travels is too obvious. Too slow. Mikal, Fagan knows pirates and they owe him favors.” 

    “Stop and think.” Mikal crouched down by her chair. “Would a smart man like Fagan really cash in favors just to get you?” 

    She slid off her chair the far side from him and paced away, rubbing at her arms. “You don’t understand. Fagan’s smart, but he’s…he’s crazy about his reputation. He has this thing that once he owns you, you stay owned.” 

    Mikal considered that. Neither Gibson nor Verne had said Fagan was crazy, but even allowing for the exaggeration of the man’s power caused by fear and the abuse she’d suffered, it was Alexa who’d spent years in daily contact with the psycho information broker. For the third time, he controlled the impulse to reach for her. 

    Her body language spoke clearly of her withdrawal. Shoulders hunched, head tucked down, hugging the wall as she paced the few steps the cabin allowed, she didn’t want anyone touching her.  

    “Alexa, Captain Chaware works for a major corporation. He’s not going to diverge from the commercial route for which the Serenity is insured because you fear Fagan.” 

    “Pirates, Mikal. Captain Chaware can’t risk pirates. The Serenity would be a glittering prize.” 

    He sat down on the bed, hoping that if he acted relaxed, she’d gradually unwind. He had to fake it. Observing her fear had rage shivering through him. “Pirates aren’t going to attack a cruise liner along the commercial route. The United Space Guard patrols the route.” 

    “There are gaps in their patrol. And their schedule is so routine, those gaps can be predicted. Fagan had me analyzing and mapping more than star maps. There are two interception points on the commercial route.” She whirled back to the desk and picked up the laptop. “I have to show the captain. I have to convince him of the danger.” 

  

  
 
   
      

    “Ms. Maven, we took you onboard as a special favor to AIN agent Isaac Verne so that you would be safe. And safe is what you are. Pirates exist, true. But not on this busy and patrolled route.” Metaphorically, Captain Chaware patted me on the head and told me to run along like a good little girl. He looked around me at Mikal. “I can arrange for the doctor to visit Ms. Maven’s cabin. Perhaps a sedative?” 

    “No.” At least Mikal was on my side to that extent. He wouldn’t stand by and see me drugged. But nor had he argued my case that the cruise liner should fear Fagan’s relationship with the pirate captain, Ballal. “Thank you for your time, Captain Chaware.” Mikal escorted me from the captain’s office. 

    In the passage, he put a finger over my lips. “What you can’t change, don’t make worse.” 

    I rolled my eyes. 

    For some weird reason that made him smile. He hauled me along, heading somewhere at a fast pace, but not in the direction of our adjoining cabins. “You have to look at other ways to achieve your objective.” 

    “We can’t sabotage the Serenity’s navigation system,” I said. 

    He jolted. “Can you?” 

    I grinned reluctantly. “No.” 

    “We’re going to see the chief of security.” 

    “Huh. Another former marine. I’m beginning to think you guys are everywhere.” 

    He shrugged. “We’re highly trained. When we retire or are forced out by injury, security is what we’re qualified for. Logan employs a number of men whose partners didn’t want the fear of them going into combat. They’re still tough. They train hard, even if they’re on a cruise liner now. It’s about self-respect.” 

    I understood the need to stay strong. 

    What I hadn’t understood was that Mikal would expect me to protect myself. For him, that was about self-respect. 

    We met the Serenity’s chief of security, Logan Reece, who was a bear of a man, massive yet toned, in his late thirties, with a prosthetic left hand.  

    “I have blades in the knuckles,” he said when he saw me staring at it. He curled his fingers inward, and four knives flashed out in the scariest fist I’d ever seen. 

    “That’s…um…a unique weapon?” I was embarrassed that he was entertaining me as he might a child, but when I dared look at his face, there was no condescension in his eyes.  

    He was judging me, searching out who I was now that Mikal had briefly outlined my fears of a pirate attack. 

    “Captain Chaware wouldn’t listen to me.” I pleaded with the cool detachment in his gaze. 

    Logan nodded. “The captain’s job is to manage the starship and entertain its passengers.” 

    I blinked at the latter item in the captain’s job description. Having just been patronized by Captain Chaware I’d guess he saw himself as a leader of man, not an entertainer. 

    “My job,” Logan continued. “Is to handle security issues, everything from drunken guests to pirates. I will consider the two interception points you’ve identified as vulnerabilities for pirate attack. If not on this journey or with this starship, they might be important later. Thank you.” 

    Again, I was dismissed, although with more courtesy and compassion than Captain Chaware had shown. 

    It was also when Mikal made his request to teach me self-defense. 

    Logan gave his immediate agreement, and that was how I ended up in the Serenity’s security team’s gym learning how to fall without hurting myself, how to scream—the room was sound-proofed—and how to fight dirty.  

    “You’re fighting to live. Not to win or to prove yourself or even to defend anyone else,” Mikal lectured me as I lay on my back on the mats, panting. “Have you ever fired a blaster?” 

    “No.” 

    “A lesson for tomorrow.” 

    I sighed and my muscles flopped even more. “We’re finished?” I asked hopefully, and was astonished when laughter—not Mikal’s—answered me. 

    We’d acquired an audience of three security guards and I hadn’t noticed. I peeked at Mikal. Maybe he hadn’t noticed that I hadn’t noticed… 

    “And that’s why I keep telling you to maintain your vigilance.” Of course he’d been aware of our audience. “Lack of situational awareness makes you a target for thieves and worse.” 

    I accepted his hand and he swung me up, onto my feet, and steadied me against him. “Ow,” I muttered as various muscles ached from the unaccustomed exercise. 

    “You did well for a beginner.” Our audience was more encouraging. 

    Mikal frowned at the two men and a woman a few years older than me. “Don’t lie to her. False self-confidence—” 

    I clapped a hand over his mouth. “Let me enjoy the delusion I did well for a few minutes.” 

    He smiled against my palm, which was an interesting sensation.  

    It wasn’t till we were back in our cabins and I was stripping off for a much-needed shower that I realized what else Mikal had done for me. Obviously, I wasn’t going to truly learn how to defend myself in a few hours, but for that space of time, I’d forgotten Fagan. I’d forgotten to be scared. 

    My match was a clever man. 

    Three days later, the pirates arrived. 
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    “Crew uniform.” Mikal threw me a maintenance worker’s overall. 

    It was mid-morning on the day the cruise liner, Serenity, approached the first interception point that I’d identified as a likely location for a pirate attack.  

    Mikal wore a security officer’s uniform, the dark blue fabric stretching over his muscles. His expression was relaxed, but there was an undercurrent of tension to him. He’d already swept our cabins for bugs, using a scanner borrowed from Logan. “Change, then we’ll discuss our anti-pirate plan.” 

    “I thought I was to hide.” I stepped into the legs of the gray overall, pulling it up and feeling clumsy. “Like a romper suit for adults,” I muttered, self-consciously. 

    He watched me struggle with the zipper. “You will be hiding. But not here or where the pirates would expect to find you. They’ll have blueprints for the Serenity.” 

    “But I don’t have to hide from them forever. The Space Guard will respond to the Serenity’s distress call, and even if the pirates somehow blocked that transmission, there are other starships along this route. The pirates have at most a day, and more likely ten hours, in which to raid the Serenity and escape.” 

    Mikal handed me a pair of black boots. “I see you’ve considered the matter.” 

    I frowned at him as I sat down to lace the boots. They were chunky. “Okay.” I detected mockery. “What am I missing?” 

    “Ten hours is ample time to search a cruise liner for a person. Marines could do it in six hours. There are robots that can be sent through ducts, and DNA sniffers to home in on you.” 

    I finished lacing the boots and stood slowly. My fingers were cold and stiff with shock at how vulnerable I was. I’d known it, yet I’d still clung to the hope that in the event of a pirate attack, the cruise liner could offer me safety, at least long enough for the Space Guard to arrive. 

    Mikal fitted a Serenity ball cap to cover my hair, tucking a wisp behind my ear. Then he wrapped me up in a relaxed hug. “The pirates probably won’t attack. But we’re going to prepare as if we’re sure they will.” 

    I nodded against his chest. I was getting used to returning his hugs. There was something satisfying in hugging someone as solid as him. I could squeeze hard, putting all my nervousness into the action, and he wouldn’t even wince. 

    He tucked one big hand beneath my braid to cup the nape of my neck. 

    A thumb traced along the sensitive skin behind my ear and I shivered and paid attention to him, lured out of my fears. 

    Despite his tender caress, his eyes were cool with decision. He’d brook no argument on where I’d go. “I acquired the override codes to the Serenity’s hull maintenance vehicle. You’re going to hide inside. It’s designed to survive collisions with space garbage so that engineers can work on the hull inflight.” 

    “I’m going to hide inside it? What about you?” 

    “Logan and I have a plan. You were right when you said that the pirates will have to move fast. Add in that the Serenity is a cruise liner, and the pirates will be tempted to commit the bulk of their force to acquiring the starship and searching it. They’re going to prioritize speed, including in boarding the Serenity, which means they’ll use multiple hatches. Logan’s team has trained for anti-boarding operations. While they keep the pirates occupied, falling back as slowly as possible, I’m going to board the pirate starship and take it.” 

    I coughed, choking at the simple way he stated the heroic impossibility. “Alone?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “No! Mikal, that’s suicide.” 

    His hand tightened fractionally at the nape of my neck. “It’s what I’m trained for.” 

    “Not to work alone! Marines have their teams. You told me your stories.” 

    He smiled faintly. “I didn’t tell you about my classified missions.” 

    “Mikal!” 

    He stopped my protest with a kiss. 

    My first ever kiss short-circuited my brain and melted my body. Oh dear universe! Were Marines trained in kissing? Was devastating foreplay a weapon of mind control? I wriggled, trying to get closer to him, but my borrowed overall was a bulky hindrance. 

    He unzipped it. 

    Who knew that the sound of a zipper sliding was so sexy? 

    There was still a layer of lacy bra and t-shirt between his roaming hands and my breasts, but the sensation of him gently squeezing my soft flesh, then finding the nipple of my left breast and toying with it, was insanely exciting. If I was naked… 

    He gripped my hips as I wriggled again, trying to work myself free of the overall before attacking the rest of my clothes. “Alexa, as much as I want to keep going, we should prepare as if a pirate attack is imminent.” 

    As an argument to desist it would have been far more effective if he wasn’t whispering it against my throat in between teasing bites that had me shivering in shameless surrender. All I wanted was him. Not commonsense. As for fear, it had retreated into the shadows, vanquished by my first ever taste of passion—and with Mikal, that taste was an inferno. 

    “Dove, you need to know the plan. Are you listening?” 

    “Yes?”  

    He laughed, but briefly before his lips claimed mine again. Sealing my mouth against any protest I might offer, he lifted me and carried me to the bed. His weight trapped me there, and I loved it. 

    “Alexa, you have to promise that you’ll stay in the hull maintenance vehicle no matter what happens until I return for you. The only other person you can open its hatch for is a Space Guard officer. Do you promise?” 

    I wrapped my arms around him protectively. I understood what he meant. If he failed in taking the pirate starship—and even trying was suicide—then I had to wait, unable to help, in the heavily shielded vehicle till the Space Guard had driven off the pirates and gained control of the Serenity. “I don’t like it.” 

    “Promise.” 

    I stared into his dark eyes which blazed with passion and command, but also with entreaty. He needed to know I was safe so that he could fight single-mindedly. If it was all that I could do, I could at least remove myself as a distraction. “I promise.” 

    “I’ll come back for you, dove.” 

    “You’d better.” 

    Our insane outburst of passion changed into something more serious. Solemn. In a strange way it felt as if we were making promises to one another with every kiss and touch. Mikal rolled us so that I was on top of him and he peeled away the right sleeve of my overall. My t-shirt was all rumpled up, the bare skin of my belly tingling with the memory of his calloused hands moving over it in soft caress. 

    His personal comms unit beeped. He raised me up and off him in one swift, effortless life, and grabbed it. 

    “Pirates,” Logan said over the unit. “They were stealth shielding. They’re close, Mikal. Run!” 

    We’d been bumping boots as we kissed, but now I was glad we hadn’t stopped to shed them. I bounced off the bed to my feet as Mikal snatched up his blaster and knife, tucking both in his belt so that he resembled the security guard whose uniform he’d borrowed. 

    “Follow me, and don’t stop for anything. Logan is going to take out the video surveillance and communications systems. The pirates won’t be able to force the captain to broadcast a demand for you. But we have to hurry.” 

    He led me swiftly from the carpeted luxury of wide passenger passages to the utilitarian staff areas. It was another world, one where people moved swiftly as klaxons wailed a warning and command. 

    No one tried to stop us with questions or demand we prove our identities. That was for the best. Mikal wasn’t in the mood to waste time with words when he could render someone unconscious in less time. 

    We reached the hull maintenance vehicle in the depths of the cruise liner. Three men banged on its sides, trying to gain entrance. Evidently Mikal hadn’t been the only one to recognize the safety it offered. 

    “I secured the lock on its hatch a few hours ago,” he said to me. “Follow close.” 

    The three men fell to the stun function of his blaster.  

    He opened the hull maintenance vehicle’s hatch. “Get in.” 

    I wanted a kiss, kind words, something. “Be careful.”  

    “Duck down and hide.” He slammed the hatch closed and locked it. 

    I ducked down obediently, sprawling across the floor of the vehicle. In front of my nose was the manual override to open the hatch. I crawled backward from the two seats to the storage area behind. Fortunately, discipline in the maintenance section of the Serenity seemed to be strong. The area was clear of tools and materials. But I saw evidence of Mikal’s earlier visit. There was an emergency blanket, food and water. I just had time to see everything through the small amount of light that filtered through the vehicle’s opaque, shielded windows, then the lights in the hold went out. 

    I would be waiting in darkness. 
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    Mikal dumped the last of the trio of stunned maintenance workers into the automated laundry cart and sent it off. Its roundabout collection route would deliver them to the laundry in four hours. It would take them another eight hours after that to wake from the stunner blasts. He needed to have control of the pirate starship well before then. 

    He could do it. The security chief’s vault had been suspiciously well-stocked, just as Logan’s team were trained well beyond the usual level for a cruise liner. The pirates would encounter far more resistance in boarding than they’d anticipate. That worked for Mikal. The security team of former Marines would pin down the pirates. But at some point, that risked the pirate starship firing on the cruise liner to demand its surrender.  

    Mikal needed to be in control of the pirate starship before then. Logan had agreed to this crazy plan of taking the fight to the pirates on the understanding that he couldn’t risk passengers’ lives. Most cruise line security chiefs wouldn’t have agreed to risk even opposing the pirates boarding. It made Mikal suspect that when Verne had arranged for an AIN courier to deliver Alexa to the Serenity, Verne had known there was something special about its security. Just possibly, AIN or a similar agency ran a clandestine protection service to move individuals around safely, using the cruise liner as cover. It was risky. If the agents Fagan had turned knew about the protection service, they’d be prepared to deal with Logan’s team. 

    Doesn’t matter. Mikal kitted up, pulling on the spare combat suit Logan had given him and checking the various weapons a final time. Whatever the situation, he had to achieve his mission to keep Alexa safe. 

    Deliberately, he shut down memories of her passionate response to him and of her fear. She’d looked terrified as he shut her in the hull maintenance vehicle. 

    People ran as the klaxon alarms and flashing lights continued. The cruise liner’s public address system was down, but now that he had the borrowed suit on, he could get updates from Logan. 

    The pirates were here. They were talking ship-to-ship with Captain Chaware, outlining their demands. Logan didn’t relay those demands. Just the update on the situation: where his people were, and the location of the lock bridges the pirates were attaching to the cruise liner in readiness to board her. 

    “Three bridges,” Logan said. “You guessed right. They’ve got one at the cargo hatch.” 

    “Copy. Proceeding as planned.” Mikal had calculated that the pirates would want to get their DNA sniffer and duct-crawler robots aboard via the cargo hold, which was both wide enough for swift entry with bulky objects and the closest entrance to the maintenance hatches to access the ducts. 

    He reached the hiding place he’d scouted out previously, high enough to give him a height advantage and take him out of the natural sightline for the boarding pirates. It was also close enough to the hatch that he could jump down and be inside the lock bridge in seconds, leaving the enemies at his back torn between their task to get the scanners active and the instinctive desire to chase the enemy, him. To add to their confusion, he’d leave them a surprise present. 

    The cargo hatch blasted open. 

    “Enemy engaged,” Logan reported. “Four dozen at the central passenger hatch and another dozen at the officer’s hatch.” The latter would be the pirates’ best fighters, aiming to reach the captain fast and acquire command of the Serenity. “Mikal, go now!” 

    As much as he wanted to, he couldn’t wait till the pirates were all out of the bridge and in the cargo hold. If they didn’t encounter resistance here, they’d be suspicious. He had to risk entering the bridge with some of them still there. At least his borrowed combat suit was a model he trusted. It could soak up a short barrage of blaster fire. 

    He remotely triggered the autocannon he’d fixed to the roof of the cargo hold yesterday. The towering stacks of pallets had hidden him from the workers below as he’d welded it in place. Equally fortunately, the workers habitually wore ear protection against the noise in their cargo hold. 

    Now, the autocannon spat lightning at the incoming pirates, and he rolled stun grenades and old-fashioned smoke bombs in to add to the chaos. 

    Four of the pirates fell, and the wild firing of the remaining three aided the confusion. Two more ran in from the bridge, firing in matching arcs. They were disciplined for pirates, but this was their C team. They were the grunts and geeks that had to operate the scanners. Mikal dropped among them, using his long knife rather than spotlight his location via the use of blaster fire. 

    One swift glance took in the lock bridge. He was luckier than he’d hoped. Only two more pirates raced toward him. He risked revealing his location and used blaster fire to deal with them fast. Then he ran, throwing the breaching grenade before him and crouching instantly behind his portable shield. After this, he’d have to leave the shield. Carrying it would slow him down. Once aboard the pirate starship, his only defense had to be relentless attack. 

    He jumped through the breached hatch, already firing, but the breaching grenade had killed the four pirates inside. He was alone in their cargo hold. That meant he was about as far from the bridge as could be, but it wasn’t the bridge he wanted. True control of a starship rested with its engine room. Safety for the Serenity meant taking control of the pirates’ missile launchers. Gunnery first. Engine room second. 

    There weren’t enough pirates left on their starship to stop him. They had been over-confident and committed a staggeringly stupid eighty five percent of their forces to the boarding. The captain and bosun were on the Serenity, fighting Logan’s team. Mikal killed the gunnery chief and his second, and blasted their weapons control board into nonexistence. 

    The chief engineer, a gray-haired woman in a stained overall, surrendered. “I told the captain this was a stupid idea. Wrench-fuddled Fagan,” she swore. 

    “He’s here?” Mikal demanded. “Onboard?” 

    She looked at him with dawning interest, interest of the evil, revenge-inclined kind. “The bastard’s probably hiding in his cabin. I can show you which one.” 

    He was tempted. His knife hand almost burned with the need to avenge Alexa. His finger itched on the blaster’s trigger. He’d never again have a chance like this one. 

    But his Marine training held. His objective, agreed with Logan, was to gain control of the pirate starship. He had it now, if he didn’t get distracted. “Power down the engines. Immediately.” 

    The chief engineer scowled and stalked to the main drives, pushing buttons. 

    An apprentice-aged kid watched from the side. Mikal had had him drop his blaster and kick it away from him. He’d obeyed at the engineer’s barked command. 

    The engines whined into silence. 

    “Engines down,” Mikal reported to Logan, and nodded at the chief engineer. 

    She stalked back to her ratty seat near the kid, sat and stared across the room. A thousand yard stare. She’d be contemplating her future. 

    By surrendering, she hadn’t forced Mikal to kill her and the kid. In a small way, he felt as if he owed her for that, and he believed in paying his debts. “AIN wants information on Fagan. Think on what you can give them.” 

    Her gaze refocused on him. “Thanks.” 

    He left them strapped to their workbench after roughly clearing it of all tools. 

    Three and a half hours after the pirates breached the Serenity’s hatches, he unlocked the hull maintenance vehicle Alexa hid in. He was sweaty and still amped on adrenaline, and she didn’t notice any of it.  

    Her hands patted over him in frantic haste, as if to assure herself that he stood uninjured. 

    He caught her hands and tugged them around his waist, instituting a hug. “I’m fine. Are you?” 

    “Now I am.” She sagged against him. 

    “Fagan was onboard the pirate starship. He’s now in Logan’s custody and unconscious waiting for Verne to collect him for AIN. He won’t be escaping, again. As for the pirates, they’re locked in the ballroom which has been flooded with sleeping gas. They won’t cause any trouble before the Space Guard arrive.” He didn’t add that the pirate starship had been booby-trapped, rigged to blow. The chief engineer had been meant to trigger the explosions. Instead, she’d chosen to live. Or perhaps it was the kid with her, her grandson, that she’d found herself unable to kill. Whatever the reason, the cruise liner had suffered some injuries in its security guards—two critical and under the doctor’s supervision—and in its passengers, hurting themselves in their panic, but otherwise they’d gotten through the incident in remarkably good order. 

    “A shower, some food, and—” 

    Alexa interrupted his prescription for her recovery. “Time alone.” She stood on tiptoe and kissed him. 
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    Three and a half hours alone in the small hull maintenance vessel scared for myself and terrified for Mikal had wrought a profound change in me. All my life, my survival strategy had been to hide, to make myself less and overlooked. But suddenly I wanted more. 

    When Mikal opened the hatch, it was like being born again—and this time I didn’t want to waste time being afraid. 

    So once I knew he was safe, once I was a hundred percent positive we were free to play, I kissed him. 

    He could reject me, gently and kindly indicating that this wasn’t the place, or that despite our fiery kisses in my cabin and the Oracle matching us, he wasn’t really into me. I was risking my heart and myself. I threw myself at him—and he caught me. 

    We kissed with the desperation of survivors and the fervor of new lovers. The walk back to our cabins felt endlessly long. If anyone had delayed us, I think I would have cried.   

    Our bathrooms in the cabins were tiny, so we parted long enough to shower separately. It was kind of essential. Mikal was sweaty and had blood on him, though fortunately it wasn’t his, and the vehicle I’d hidden in had stunk.  

    He was waiting for me on my bed when I emerged from my bathroom. He’d thrown off the cover and lay on the white sheets, pillows piled behind him, one arm tucked behind his head. He was gloriously nude. 

    As was I, and his roving gaze appreciated that fact. 

    I blushed, but my determination to seize the day remained. To be honest, I intended to seize more than the day. I giggled at my own embarrassment, and was shocked at how quickly Mikal’s serious gaze changed to reveal his joy at the sound of my laughter. I was that important to him. The knowledge freed me of my embarrassment, and once I touched him, skin to skin, nothing else mattered. 

    There is an incredible truth in touch. It tells us in the most primal and powerful way that we are not alone. We made love slowly and with commitment. 

    Loving Mikal, I knew I’d never be alone again. 

      

    




 

    [bookmark: _Toc499973380]Want More? 

      

    Raid was a story I never meant to write, but once I’d thought of Alexa and Mikal (and Fagan), I couldn’t escape it. Either I wrote it down, or it would keep nagging me. So I wrote their story.  

      

    If you enjoyed Raid, then I think you’ll love my novel, Her Robot Wolf, which kicks off my Shamans and Shifters Space Opera series. I’m working on the third novel in that series right now, The Ceph Sector. 

      

    If you’re looking to read something other than science fiction… 

      

    My Old School series is composed of stand-alone paranormal romance novels:  

      

    Phoenix Blood 

    Fantastical Island 

    Storm Road 

    Fire Fall 

    Desert Devil 

    Amaranthine Kiss (coming in 2018) 

    Shangri-La Spell (coming in 2018) 

      

    As is my complete paranormal romance series, The Collegium. Magic, mystery, shifters and demons. Both are available in Kindle Unlimited.  

      

    Demon Hunter 

    Djinn Justice 

    Dragon Knight 

    Doctor Wolf 

    Plague Cult  

    Hollywood Demon  

    Alchemy Shift 

      

    You can catch up with me on my Facebook page, Twitter @Jenny_Schwartz, or at my website. 

      

    Jenny 
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